
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Accuracy and Affiliative Motivations in Socially Influenced Decision Making

Ted  Matherly, University of Maryland, USA 
 
We propose that, in a socially influenced choice scenario, an individual’s varying motivations will influence their preferences. When

no other motivations are active, individuals will prefer an option selected by the largest group of people, because it satisfies

fundamental accuracy goal. But, when individuals possess an affiliative motivation, they will seek a means of achieving both goals

simultaneously. Because options preferred by smaller groups stronger signals of identity, they will prefer these options due to the

perception biasing effects of the affiliative motivation. Results of a preliminary study provide some support for our hypotheses, and a

program of studies is proposed.
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Accuracy and Affiliative Motivations in Socially Influenced Decision Making
Ted Matherly, University of Maryland, USA

People are often asked to make decisions based solely on socially acquired information–that is, their observations of the choices of
others. Social influence has generally concluded that the general desire to make accurate decisions (Chaiken, Giner-Sorolla and Chen
1996) will lead individuals to conform to the choice of a large number of people, because consensus creates a perception of accuracy
(Martin and Hewstone 2001). Recent research by Berger and Heath (2007) demonstrated that this generalized conformity may be
moderated by the degree to which a product category is able to serve as a signal of group identity. Given the biasing effects of multiple
motivations suggested by social judgment theory (Kruglanski and Sleeth-Keppler 2007), we believe the presence of an affiliative goal,
where individuals make choices to express their connections to other people, provides a compelling explanation for observed differences
in behavior based on the size of the group of people who have made a particular choice.

We propose that, in a socially influenced choice scenario where an individual can observe groups of differing sizes choosing among
options, which are otherwise the same, the individual’s varying motivations will influence their choices in a specific way. When no other
motivations are active, choices will be consistent with classic theories of social influence (Sherif 1936), such that option selected by the
largest group of people will be instrumental to their fundamental accuracy goal. However, when individuals possess an affiliative
motivation, it will interact with their accuracy motivation to lead them to seek a means of achieving both goals simultaneously (Kruglanski,
et al. 2002). Because options preferred by smaller groups are presumed to be stronger signals of identity (Berger and Heath 2007), the
presence of an affiliative motivation will bias their perceptions of what their most accurate choice is, such that they will perceive the option
preferred by the smallest group as the most likely means of achieving both goals (Kruglanski and Ajzen 1983).

In a preliminary study, we manipulated participant’s affiliative motivation through an article describing a recent victory by their
university’s football team and answering a series of elaboration questions designed to elicit recollections of the game and the participants’
affective reactions to the outcome. In a subsequent, presumably unrelated study, they were asked to make the “best” choice between three
brands of a product: one preferred by a majority of a national sample and a small minority of their university’s students, another preferred
by a small minority of a national sample and a majority of their university’s students, and a third choice preferred by larger minorities
of both the national and university samples. The modal choice of those participants whose affiliative motivations were not activated by
the elaboration task (based on a median split) was that chosen by the majority of the national sample, thereby satisfying an accuracy
motivation. On the other hand, those whose affiliative motivations were more likely to select the option preferred by the minority of the
national sample and the majority of their fellow university students. These results suggest that the presence of an affiliative motivation
may alter perceptions of the “best” choice in a socially influence decision making scenario.

Our program of studies will begin with a more exacting test of the proposed relationships. Participants will first be asked to list several
small campus groups that they feel they are a part of. Next, we will activate a general affiliative motivation (as opposed to the university-
specific affiliative motivation of the preliminary study) through a lexical decision task combined with subliminal priming of words either
associated with the concept of affiliation or of neutral words. Participants will then be presented with a series of supposed product usage
data sets; wherein a majority of one of the campus groups they have listed earlier will use the product. In one condition, a minority of the
students’ full campus will be users, while, in the other, a majority of the campus will be users. Participants will rate their purchase
likelihoods and satisfaction with their choices. Thus, our study will use a 2 (prime: affiliative, neutral) between- x 2 (campus user group
size: small, large) within- subjects design. We anticipate an interaction of these two factors, such that those in the affiliative prime condition
would be more likely to purchase when the campus user group is small vs. large, while we expect the opposite pattern in the neutral prime
condition, where accuracy concerns would encourage purchase when a larger number of people have also purchased.

While our findings would provide evidence to suggest a motivational account for varying social influence outcomes, they are
somewhat limited due to the artificial nature of the study itself. As a more realistic test of our hypotheses, our second study is designed
to replicate a real-world choice situation. Fifteen participants will first complete the same lexical decision priming task from our first study.
Next, a networked computerized choice system will present a choice among several brands of products, along with information about how
many of the other participants in the lab have chosen each brand. Immediately after, three confederates will register the same choice,
creating a small group within the session. Participants will then make their choices at their own pace. We anticipate that those participants
with in the affiliative prime condition will be more likely to make their choices earlier, compared to those in the neutral prime condition.
They will be more likely to choose with the confederates early on, but as more people choose and the adopting group becomes larger, this


